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Righteousness, Reservation, Remembrance: Freedom-Loving Whites, FreedomSeeking Blacks, and the Societies They Formed in Adams County
Abstract
On the border between slave society and free society a collection of ideologies mixed. The residents of
Adams County, even before its inception on January 22, 1800, lived in a state of division that swirled and
crashed against the omnipresent slavery conundrum. The "New World Renaissance" swept through
Adams County in the 1830s bringing schools, public works, businesses, and most culturally significant,
new ideas. These ideas would prove to be the fount from which flowed the waters of reform. As the first
settlers had made good use of the physical creeks and streams that dotted their pastoral landscape, so
too would they put to good use the waters of reform welling up all around them. From temperance to antimasonry, these reform movements would lend a helping hand in the creation of the most socially
progressive institution the county could harbor: an abolition society. However, the Adams County AntiSlavery Society would be stunted along the way, allowing external pressures to beat back its radicalism.
Because of this, the Adams County Anti-Slavery Society never fully realized its potential as a reform
movement and degenerated into a Saturday Club, where radical statements might be made but never
acted upon. It was here that a split occurred. There were two common paths that the membership took as
they came to realize the fate of their anti-slavery organization. The first of these paths was acceptance.
Many of the members had been in reform societies of some type before the Anti-Slavery Society. A large
group of these individuals decided that a moderated reformism was better than no reformism and they
perpetuated a version of the original society, keeping it well stocked and gentlemanly. The other path,
taken by those touched with a deep fervor for reform culminates in the use of extra-legal means. The
Underground Railroad. This path also bred a strong tradition of communal memory spun from its
participant's perceived failure at abolition. This paper will discuss the machinations, myths, and memory
of not only the Anti-Slavery Society, but also of the Underground Railroad, Yellow Hill community, and the
people who made these organizations work.
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RIGHTEOUSNESS, RESERVATION, REMEMBRANCE: FREEDOM-LOVING
WHITES. FREEDOM-SEEKING BLACKS, AND THE SOCIETIES THEY FORMED IN
ADAMS COUNTY

BRANDON Roos

On the border between slave society and free society a collection of
ideologies mixed. The residents of Adams County, even before its inception on
January 22, 1800, lived in a state of division that swirled and crashed against the
omnipresent slavery conundrum. 1 The "New World Renaissance" swept
through Adams County in the 1830s bringing schools, public works, businesses,
and most culturally significant, new ideas. These ideas would prove to be the
fount from which flowed the waters of reform. As the first settlers had made
good use of the physical creeks and streams that dotted their pastoral landscape,
so too would they put to good use the waters of reform welling up all around
them. From temperance to anti-masonry, these reform movements would lend a
helping hand in the creation of the most socially progressive institution the
county could harbor: an abolition society. 2 However, the Adams County AntiSlavery Society would be stunted along the way, allowing external pressures to
beat back its radicalism. Because of this, the Adams County Anti-Slavery Society
never fully realized its potential as a reform movement and degenerated into a
Saturday Club, where radical statements might be made but never acted upon. It
was here that a split occurred. There were two common paths that the
membership took as they came to realize the fate of their anti-slavery
organization. The first of these paths was acceptance. Many of the members had
been in reform societies of some type before the Anti-Slavery Society. A large
group of these individuals decided that a moderated reformism was better than
no reformism and they perpetuated a version of the original society, keeping it
well stocked and gentlemanly. The other path, taken by those touched with a
deep fervor for reform culminates in the use of extra-legal means. The
Underground Railroad. This path also bred a strong tradition of communal
memory spun from its participant's perceived failure at abolition. This paper will
discuss the machinations, myths, and memory of not only the Anti-Slavery
Society, but also of the Underground Railroad, Yellow Hill community, and the
people who made these organizations work.
Although slavery had been officially abolished in Pennsylvania since
March 1, 1780, it was still heavily assisted by the slaveholding counties of
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Maryland. 3 In these early years, before a sustainable population was achieved,
slaves were imported from these willing neighbors to the south. Most of these
imported chattel slaves were purchased by Scots-Irish yeoman farmers who
scratched out a living in Franklin and Hamiltonban townships, whose
population accounted for 106 of the County's 111 slaves. In accordance with the
passing of the slave embargo, abolition was given legitimacy throughout the
state. In what would become Adams County, one of the first examples of
abolition agitation comes from the pages of The Pennsylvania Herald and York
General Advertiser. On Wednesday, January 28, 1789, a large discourse appeared
in the paper. The author, known only through the pseudonym of Humanus,
posed to the readership the question, "Must not every humane person sensibly
regret that such multitudes of our fellow creatures are annually sacrificed to
avarice and ambition?" 4 By 1810, the number of serving slaves had drastically
decreased in Adams County which then supported a total population of about
seventy one slaves. The last slave from Adams County to die was Old Tacey of
Petersburg, who passed on in December 1858. Old Tacey had survived her
master, Lenoard Hatter. Upon the death of her owner she became the property
of Thomas Stephans with whom she lived until her death at the age of onehundred.5 As the sun set on slavery in Adams County, concerned citizens
responded to the query plainly asked by Humanus, could one stand idly by?
Dr. Jacob Wert was a prominent member of what would later become
Adams County. During the Revolution, Jacob served his fledgling cause by
becoming a surgeon. While performing his duties in the field, Jacob encountered
an influential and controversial character of the period. 6 This man was Benjamin
Rush, perhaps the best example of antebellum reform and a large benefactor of
the Pennsylvania Anti-Slavery Society.7 It was with Rush's friendship that Wert
was slowly converted to the causes of social reform, in particular abolition.
Although Rush's fierce millennialism had not clung to Jacob, he still became a
resistenz style abolitionist. From this liberal seed, Jacob passed the ideology to
his son Jacob Wert, Jr., a High Constable of Adams County. Although not an
outright abolitionist, Jacob, Jr., worked tirelessly to promote the cause in the
infantile county. In turn, upon the birth of his son Adam Wert, Jacob, Jr., secured
the family legacy for the next generation. 8 As Adam grew into adulthood he
made the acquaintance of another influential reformist, Thaddeus Stevens. The
two met while sitting on the town counsel and quickly became close colleagues.
In Stevens, Adam found his beaucideal of an abolitionist. Armed with a new
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zeal, Adam went about the task of educating his first born son, John Howard, on
the moral imperatives enshrined in righteous society. The most important of
these lessons was given on the "unfair" nature of human bondage. 9 The actions
of Adam Wert and his son J. Howard in forming the Adams County Anti-Slavery
Society would have been for not without the help of friends, Thaddeus Stevens
and The Quakers of northern Adams County.
Thaddeus Stevens was born in Vermont on April 4, 1792.10 His early
years were an exercise in hardship and pain. However, in spite of his clubbed
left foot and broken home Stevens prevailed as a gifted, albeit stubborn, student.
After graduating from Dartmouth, Stevens was lured to York, Pennsylvania,
with the promise of a teaching position at one of the local academies. It was here
at the York County Academy that Stevens was drawn into law by some of the
school's trustees. With the separation and induction of Adams County in 1800
Stevens moved to the County seat of Gettysburg where he opened his first law
office. 11 In 1821, Stevens took on his first publicized slavery case Butler et al. v.
Delaplaine. 12 This case is significant in the fact that it is the first and last case in
which Stevens defends a slave owner. As a result of his victory in this case, he
comes to realize that the lives of a family of slaves were forever changed. He
also realized that the change was not for the better.l3 From this point on,
Thaddeus Stevens, never one to neither compromise nor back down from a fight,
joined the ranks of the abolitionists, and by the end of his time in Adams County
he would have a key role in the formation of the anti-slavery society.
The Religious Society of Friends, or Quakers, had, since their inception
in the seventeenth century, been both . religious and secular reformists. They
were among the first organizations to denounce the act of retaining slaves. The
earliest written document of abolition within the Friends was produced out of
Francis Daniel Pastorius' Friends' Monthly Meeting in Germantown. The
Germantown Protest of 1688, coupled with An Exhortation and Caution to Friends
concerning buying or keeping of Negroes, written by the Keithian Quakers in 1693,
served to outline the position of the early Quaker community -- the
transportation and importation of slaves was not to be tolerated.14 Still, it took
another generation and the publication of Some Considerations on the Keeping of
Negroes by John Woolman to further the cause of abolition.ts
With their centers in Philadelphia and Germantown, the Quakers
expanded west as the land was settled. Thus, predisposed to anti-slavery
sentiments, Quakers established a settlement in the shadow of Pine Hill, north of
'Ibid. p. 9
10
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Conowago. Creek, in what would become known as Quaker Valley.16 This
settlement m Menallen and Butler townships came into being in the 1740s with
the building of a meeting house. Out of this community came three important
families, the Grists, Wrights and Wiermans. These two families both became
very active in abolition and represent the Friends in the Adams County AntiSlavery Society.
The forces of these individuals coalesced on that most patriotic of days,
July 4, 1836. Within the context of the pomp and jubilation of the Nation's
sixtieth anniversary, an honor guard of the Gettysburg Guards and a procession
of citizens flowed from the town to Kine's Grove. Here a celebration was
prepared. Major George Smyser, the planning committee president, Mr. William
Bell, vice president, and Dr. David Gilbert, secretary, presided over the recitation
of the Declaration of Independence. After the accompanying meal, toasts were
given, and received by gunfire, drinking, and hails of cheers_17 After many hours
of revelry, this merry band broke up and headed for home.
Not too far away, at McAllister's Mill near Wolf Hill, a private meeting
was being held that would give rise to the Adams County Anti-Slavery Society.1s
At this meeting, members passed a series of resolutions and elected James
McAllister chairman, as well as electing William Young and Adam Wert to the
position of secretary. This meeting, although sentimental and galvanizing, was
quite small as many of the townspeople were distracted by the other festivities.
Fortunately, or otherwise, the society would attract more attention in the coming
months.
Throughout the county in 1834, the abolitionist spirit was taking root.
Communities such as Gettysburg, Bendersville, and Petersburg were moving
inexorably to the foundation of societies. One of the first organized abolition
meetings in the County occurred at the Gettysburg Presbyterian Church on July
22, 1835. This meeting, lead by two members of the Young Men's Colonization
Society of Pennsylvania, was attended by numerous local dignitaries such as Dr.
Samuel Simon Schmucker and John F. MacFarlane. 19 Many of these individuals
congregated to Two Taverns, a small hamlet southeast of Gettysburg, for an open
meeting of concerned citizens.
The Two Taverns meeting was the first public convergence of the
Adams County Anti-Slavery Society. It was on September 17, 1836, that
concerned citizens assembled for the meeting, both reformists and pro-southern
supporters were in attendance. Thanks to resolutions passed at an assembly the
previous year in the County Courthouse, the members of the Society were not
worried at the sight of pro-southern attendees. Once called to order Adam Wert,
Debra Sandoe Mc£'auslin, Reconstructing the Past: Puzzle of a Lost Community. (Gettysburg, Pennsylvania: For the Cause
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William Young, Peter P. Bercaw, Samuel Durboraw, and James McAllister, those
who had met on the Fourth of July, took control of the meeting and were able to
write the first section of the Society's constitution. This document, typical of the
time period pays its requisite homage to the two greatest documents of freedom,
The Bible and The Declaration of Independence. One of the most important
resolutions to come from this m eeting also serves as the Society's first overt act of
abolition. This resolution called for the forming of a correspondence committee
that would spread the name of the organization among the state and federal
representatives. 20 Those pro-southern supporters did adhere to the resolutions of
1835 at this meeting. One theory, presented by J. Howard Wert, was that these
men were too respectful of social grace to breach decorum. In short, they did not
want to offend influential m embers of county society. This social respect would
not last through the fall of 1836, and by the next public meeting, given at the
Courthouse, these pro-slavery agitators were more than willing to check what
they felt was a radical stain upon their otherwise conservative county.
Adams County was a bastion for yeoman farmers and thus had few
~ndustries to stabilize its economy. In those days, Gettysburg founded a cottage
mdustry for the production of carriages. One local resident recalled this
m anufacture when he reminisced, "Long strings of new carriages, covered with
muslin would wind their way out of town, down into Maryland and Virginia
and further south to supply the well-to-do southerners with pleasure vehicles,
the business affording work for numerous kinds of woodworkers, blacksmiths,
trimmers, and painters . . . whilst merchants sold the materi~ls; and supplies."21
The County had another interest in the southern markets, tourism. The spring at
Petersburg had attracted attention since their discovery. Southerners would
vacation at these rejuvenating waters and thus rejuvenate the local economy. 22
Thus it becomes easy to see that much of the County's economy rested on
continued relations with southern markets.
In the spring of 1836, the Southern state governments of Virginia,
Kentucky, and Mississippi attempted to run roughshod over the Pennsylvania
Assembly. These governments had passed a gag rule on the discussion and
pub.lication of "incendiary documents of abolition. 23 They w ent further by
statmg that the other states in the Union must agree to this gag. Thaddeus
Stevens, by that point, had been elected to the State Legislature and sat on the
Committee on the Judiciary System. They received the article in March and by
May 30 they had arrived at their decision. Summarily, their decision rejected the
pretensions of the southern governments and simply stated that no state can
dominate another and that the First Amendment cannot be disregarded. The
pro-slavery, pro-southern factions of the County were well aware of these issues,
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and by December 1936, they could no longer allow the reformists to stand
unopposed.
As the abolitionist fervor increased in the County during the fall of
1836, another meeting was scheduled. This meeting, to be held on December 3 at
the Adams County Courthouse, was meant to coalesce even more support and to
draft the finalized constitution. Those who opposed the formation of an AntiSlavery Society in Adams County paraded through the Diamond to the
Courthouse for the open meeting. The meeting, like the two previous, was lead
by those members who had met on July 4. At this particular encounter
McAllister, Clarkson, Young, Middleton, and Houghtelin worked as
representatives. The membership present at the meeting proceeded to call for a
vote which was tabled by members of the pro-slavery camp. The decorum
established in 1835 was broken. It was at this point that the Society failed. The
pro-slavery junto swept the building silencing the abolitionists and, in a
whirlwind, passed an amendment that nullified the Society yet, still requested
that a petition be made and sent to Washington for the emancipation of slaves
residing in the District and the territories yet unincorporated. In their victory the
crowd grew rambunctious and attacked the Abolitionists who, too shocked to
move, had not vacated their seats after they were overthrown. These men
quickly stood to leave and were set upon on all sides by embittered enemies. As
they approached the door, cries, slurs, and anger-laced speech were flung
forward from the mob as were foul eggs and decomposing sections of a poor cat
carcass that had been found in the street. 24 The Abolitionists removed
themselves to a local schoolroom, 25 where they finished drafting their
constitution. 26 With this action, the Society retained a measure of autonomy,
however, it would, from now on, be relegated to the background. After the
Jonathan Blanchard incident, this statement would only become truer.
It was customary for the time to have itinerant preachers, paid by the
American Anti-Slavery Society, take to the road and lecture about abolition.
Jonathan Blanchard was one of these ministers. While in H arrisburg, Blanchard
approached Thaddeus Stevens to seek an audience in Gettysburg. What
happened during that audience would remain with Blanchard for ages; however,
more importantly, it would spell disaster for radical abolition in Gettysburg.
Blanchard arrived in Gettysburg for a series of debates on March 13, 15, and 17. 27
At the first meeting Blanchard was surrounded by supporters and local
abolitionists. The debate began with him, and James Cooper, a local lawyer and
member of the society for the Integrity of the Union, rebutted. 28 As Blanchard
concluded his rebuttal, Daniel Smyser tendered anti-abolitionist resolutions
which met with the cheers of the crowd and jeers of Blanchard. On Wednesday
" }. Howard Wert, Episodes. pp. 30-31
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the 15th, Blanchard had delivered his most memorable speech, "Will the
Agitation of the Abolition Question Cause a Dissolution of the Union?" 29 Now,
it was Smyser's turn to rebut the minister. In this endeavor, he received aid from
a collection of Southern students who pelted Blanchard with ill remarks and
pungent eggs, "He was savagely assailed by the County Judge [Judge McClean],
who demanded a public vote of condemnation, and as he left the hall he was
showered with rotten eggs." 30 This did not slacken Blanchard's spirit. On
Friday, he returned to the Courthouse ready for a fight. There that night was
Stevens. To calm both sides of the debate, Stevens introduced resolutions similar
to the ones he had penned in the summer of 1835. The resolutions carried, but
not without opposition. This debate proved different than the previous two.
While Blanchard was not liked, the presence of Stevens and his resolutions kept
many a rotten egg at bay. While writing his reaction to Gettysburg, Blanchard
makes one interesting conclusion; very few clergy in Adams County were for
abolition. The Adams Sentinal summarized the effects of Blanchard'~\ failed
debates through a caveat-he could have been easily lynched. 31 With -that in
mind it is no wonder that much of Adams County became unsafe for abolition.
With Blanchard and his ilk either gone from the county or not in open
agitation the moderate members of the now defunct Adams County Anti-Slavery
Society joined in with McClean, MacFarlane, and Cooper to form a society
structured around the principles of the "Integrity of the Union" convention of
1837.
Summarily, this convention supported the tenants of gradual
emancipation and pushed for the abolition of slavery in Washington D.C.
Although still a form of abolition, and one supported by many in the county, this
society served as a safe middle ground for those who might morally object to the
idea of owning slaves but, who cannot bring themselves to radicalism and liberal
philosophy. In essence, this society was what one would expect out of a
borderland. With radical abolition effectively defeated those who still prescribed
to those beliefs had to either move to the northern part of the country where the
Petersburg Anti-Slavery Society was still active32 or they had to take their
abolition underground.
It is hard to pinpoint an exact time in which the Yellow Hill settlement
was established. What is established is that the Quaker community around the
Conowago Creek and the free black homesteads that dotted Pine Hill lived in
conviviality and that many of the freed blacks worked for or with their Quaker
neighbors. Edward Matthews, a free black, and his wife Annie, a mulatto, were
some of the first African-Americans to own property in Adams County, which
they purchased in 1842. 33 It is here that the Yellow Hill community begins.

""Remarks of Mr. Blanchard." The Star and Republican Banner. (April17, 1837).
"' James M. Cole, For God and Country: St. Francis Xavier Church, 1831-1981. (Gettysburg, Pennsylvania: St. Francis
Xavier Parish, 1981) x.p.
" The Adams Senti11al. (March 20, 1837).
"H. Wright, "The York Springs Anti-Slavery Society." The Adams Sentinal. (October 13, 1842[?]).
33 McCausland. Reconstructing the Past. pp.3-4

-96-

Mathews' property lied close to that of Cyrus Grist. In an oral history conducted
with Grist's son, A. W. Grist reveals that he remembers his father rising early at
the sound of tapping at his bedroom window, Grist met with and then hid the
five or eight fugitive slaves in his grist mill. The next day, after receiving food
and fresh clothing, these slaves were sent north. 34 It is quite possible that these
slaves then moved on to either Yellow Hill or further north and out of the
county.
One of the most publicized cases of abolition in Adams County
occurred just north of Yellow Hill in the town of Bendersville. Here, Kitty Paine
and her three children lived until 1845 when they were caught by slave catchers.
Unable to bear the thought of Kitty Paine's fate, a coalition of Friends lead by
Grist and William Wright petitioned the County courts and a trial was held and
the slave catchers were found guilty of kidnapping, although the men had not
been caught so no sentence could be passed. It was then that Charles Finnegan
returned to Adams County. Grist and Wright were waiting with the County
Sherif£. 35 Finnegan was sentenced to five years in jail and the Quaker community
felt relieved. 36
The northern section of the county was not the only portion to claim
participation in the Underground Railroad.
With the publication of
Pennsylvania Abolition Society Vigilance Committee secretary William Still's The
Underground Rail Road in 1872 and Wilbur H. Siebert's The Underground Railroad
From Slaven; to Freedom in 1898 the history of the secretive organization became
public. Siebert illustrated the historiography and lexicon of the Underground
Railroad, linking this with the benevolence of Whites and, all the while,
achieving of racism comparable to the Dunning School.
He defines the
necessary qualifications for the Underground Railroad as an area which has,
"family ties, church fellowship, an aggressive anti-slavery leadership-both
journalistic and political, the leavening influence of institutions, and
geographical boundary." 37 Thus ascribed, many persons in the north came out
with stories of harrowing escapes and brave righteous "conductors." During this
time and even into the present day it became necessary to discuss the Railroad. J.
Howard Wert leaves an example of the writings that came out of this genre of
history. These recollections are published in the Harrisburg Telegraph on
December 2 and 9, 1904. He opens by telling that the meaning of the Railroad,
although unfamiliar to a modern audience, could have, in its prime, "defeated
candidates for the Presidency." He continues by describing the typical
geographic origin of the fugitive slaves most likely found on the Underground
Railroad. Those from the Border States were less likely to flee because of their
"better conditions." Thus the most likely group of fugitives comes from the
Okefinokee and Dismal Swamp of Virginia as well as the wilderness of the
~George M. Neely. Oral history with A. W. Grist. May 16, 1930.
"George M Neely. Oral History with Edward Wright. May 16, 1930.
36
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Mississippi back country. Wert went on about the conductors themselves
placing them in two categories, active and passive.
The Quakers (best
exemplified the passive model. The active members, although few, res~ued
slaves by trekking south to free them from their masters. The active memb~r is
described as, " ... a man of noble appearance, fine education and considerable
wealth, who had devoted his life to this work. Repeatedly arrested and
imprisoned (and) in constant danger of violence, he was an unbending, as
conscientious in the lines he mapped out for himself, as were Luther, Loyola,
Calvin, and the Wesleys." 38 Wert goes on to tell a story of one such active
abolitionist and his flight through Gettysburg. Gettysburg was not considered a
"city of refuge" in the 1840s and much of the traffic was said to have moved
further to the north. In 1849, "a local Abolitionist" and his coach were running
from slave hunters when this Abolitionist shouted to a farm boy as to the
direction of the nearest stop on the Railroad. The farm boy jumped into the
carriage and guided the Abolitionist to "Jimmy's." Along the way the carriage
driver, described as a "handsome mulatto," slowed and the slave hunters closed
in. The farm boy yelled at the apparently inept mulatto and took the reigns
leading the carriage safely to the McAllister Mill, and the mulatto to a cave
where he hid for the night. As it turns out, the man riding in the carriage was
Dr. Chaplin of Washington D.C., the editor of the National Era. Wert said that
Chaplin used the McAllister site nearly twenty times, once even escorting the
mulatto daughter of Senator Robert Toombs of Georgia. The farm boy described
in the story turns out to be none other than J. Howard Wert.39
This story, coupled with the work of Betty Seel, George Neely, and
Cedric Tilberg form a sense of communal memory. In this memory, details and
facts become somewhat relative. Wert adds dialectal speech to give his story the
airs of truth while the students perpetuate the "white-roan's burden" feel of
Siebert's text as they cite his work as their primary source. 40 These papers also
write that the Underground Railroad, by its nature obscures the true history
from view. They make it an adventure for the enlightened and a moral
Thermopylae where the few tried to save the many while enemies attacked them
from all sides. This exercise also proved to assuage their implication in the
Particular Institution. In all, these papers both concede to and help expose many
of the issues of memory and the Railroad. In the end, because of the volume of
places in Adams County that claim membership in this secret organization it
might take years to fully understand the truth of the Railroad.
The story began in the heady, patriotic fervor of the sixtieth
anniversary; when abolition and reformism were new. The intrepid founders of
38 lbid. p. 69
"Ibid. pp. 70-77, 81-82
40 Betty Seel, "Underground Railroads in Pennsylvania." Anti-Slavery Collection in the Adams County Historical Society.
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Anti-Salvery Movement in Adams County." Anti-Slavery Collection in the Adams County Historical Society. (September
1930).
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the Adams County Anti-Slavery Society would have never guessed that in less
than a year their hopes of an egalitarian experiment would have ended in jeers,
rotten eggs, and a dead cat. The vast array of characters would have been fit for
the pages of Shakespeare. In the end, these men would each achieve a modicum
of individual notoriety. J. Howard Wert, whose father was the impetus for the
Anti-Slavery Society, for his own part, joined the 2Q9th Pennsylvania during the
Civil War and would eventually join the realms of academe. Although a
celebrated and successful man his later years were spent reminiscing of the
perfect past and his family's righteous role in those events. With this in mind,
we cannot judge these characters too harshly. In spite of their failure, the goal
they strove so hard to secure and the cause they attempted to champion
culminated in Lincoln's Emancipation Proclamation.
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